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ABSTRACT
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the hodgepodge nature of current social studies programs, and the
lack cf a functional (as opposed to descriptive) statement of the
means and ends cf sccial studies educaticn. The following functional
definition, developed by the staff of the Marin Social Studies
Project, is cffered: The social studies is that porticn of the
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In dissecting the individual parts of this statement, the author
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this definiticn for teachers and curriculum designers in making
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REDEFINING THE SOCIAL STUDIES CURRICULUM

G. Sidney Lester

Speaking to a group of hisforians about a proper definition for
the social studies is a bit like talking aboﬁt proper diet to a group of
apple pie addicts. And God knows, like baseball and motherhood, on.e
does not attack apple pie. My comments would be the same, however, if
this were a conference for economists, geographers, or political scientists.

Dr. Edwin Fenton's writings assure me, however, that cne of the
skills best demonstrated by historians is that of underétanding the "frame
of reference' which operates both w;1thin others and within ourselves.
Therefore, as I define social studies I will try to expose my own frame of
reference and refer to those frames of reference I believe to be held by
historians and other social science disciplinarians.

My frame of reference comes largely from my background as a
social studies teacher and my involvement with the Marin Social Studies
Project. 1 Funded in 1968, the Project is unique in the nation, particularly
in the breadth of its perspective. Simply stated, the Project had two major

2

tasks. The first was to field test and evaluate '"all"® the new K-12 social

studies curriculum materials developed by other projects. The second task

was to design a new K-12 '"Social Studies Curriculum for a Modern World. 3

lE.s.E.A., Titie I

2Basal programs, excluding simulations, independent A-V materials
and "supplementary'' texts.

3The official title of the Project.
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The Pro:iec;t staff, along with 30 local teachers and administrators
and numerous .nationally~-known consultants, began to ask questions about
social studies education, such as: How did the so.cial studies get to be the
way it is? Should it be that way? What is or are the social studies? What

. should the social stt;.dies program accomplish? How can'it be improved?
And, how does one go about answering such questions?

Note that we did not ask the following kinds of questions: How can
the teaching of histor- be maintained at its current level of predominance
in the social studies? . How can the teaching of economics be improved? Or,
which social science disciplines should be most emphasized and/or de-
emphasized? We found many others were already asking those kinds of
questicns, quite unprofitably. You will note that the fir;t set of questions is
based on a program for students, while the second set refers to relationships

between disciplines.

History of the Social Studies

As we attempted to describe the social studies program as it
presently exists, we found it has evolved out of six common assumptions
held by educators. The first assumption comes from the 1916 NEA
Commission on Social Studie24 which implied that the social studies is a
cyclic repetition of history, geography, and civics; and that {because of
the low educational levels attained by students in 1916) U. S. History should

be taught three times-—in the 5th, 8th, and 11th grades.

4y. S. Bureau of Education, '""The Social Studies in Secondary .Zducation, "'
Bulletin #28. Washington, D. C. 1916.
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This fofmlat was modified by Edgar Wesley's definition of the
social studies in 1937: "The social studies are the social sciences adapted
and simplified for pedagogical purposes. n5 This. allowed for .the inclusion of
economics, anthropology, psyéhology, sociology, and other subdisciplines
into the social studies program. ;A third influential assumption was Paul
Hanna's concept of the '"expanding environment"6 approach which fecommendcd
that students move in sequence through the study of the family, neighborhood,.
community, state, nation, hemisphere, and world in the elementary grades.,

A fourth assumption was that social studies courses should hax;'e
relevance and contemporariness, dealing with current issues, ideas, and
events in our society and the world.

Together, these first four assumptions have led to the creation of
\:vhat I call the hodgg@ige social studies curriculum (see Figure 1). Each
of these assumptions adds to the program, but none of them replaces
anything .already thought to be a legitimate part of the social studies. With
every social science discipiine, subdiscipline and topic related to human
endeavor inciudéd in tl;xis curriculum design, the social studies educator is
constantly vulnerable to every e;ducational whim and fad in our society. Every

social organization, subject matter disciplinarian, and citizen on the street

feels that his pet subject or topic should have high priority in the social studies.

And when those priorities include driver education, drug abuse, Black

politics, UNESCO, sex education, and the little old lady who wants elementary

5Wesley, Edgar B., Teaching the Social Studies, 2nd Ed., Boston,
Heath, 1942.

6Hanna, Paul R., '"Revising the Social Studies: What is Needed? "
Social Education 27:190-196, April 1963. .
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FIGURE 1: The Hodgepodge Social Studies Curriculum

4 -Expanding
1916 Report Wesley Environment Contemporary Affairs
History Anthropology Family Black History Sex V.D.
(U.S. 3 times) Economics Neighborhood Pollution Urban Problems
Geography Psychology Community UNESCO Bill of Rights
Civics Sociology State World Law Elections .
Political Science Region ‘Drug Abuse Utopias War-
{not civics) Nation Peace Studies International
U.S. History Hemisphere Crime & Police Affairs
Russian History World Black Politics Ethnic Studies
Latin American Driver Ed.
History
Asian History
European. History and the lady in the Finnish
Modern History . dress.
Medieval History
Ancient History
-4—
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school students to see her in her nativé Finnish costume, one really begins
to wonder if social studies can be publicly defended without a better
definition.

The fifth assumption deals with the confusion educators have

regarding the goals or objectives of the social studies. Barth and Shermis
recently spelled this out by indicating that these goals are usually thought
of as: 1) social studies as citizenship transmission, 2) social studies as
social science, or 3) social studies as rnflective inquiry.7 These authors
make an excellent case for the distinctiveness of each of these goals,
but indicate that many programs are confusingly based on more than one
of them.

The final assumption is closely related to the latter assumption,
but is has several dimensions. It deals with the failure of educators to
establish one set of goals for the social studies and relate these goals to
appropriate content. Part of the assumption is that we really shouldn't
define social studies.

"After all, the argument goes, if one defines something,
he excludes certain phenomena. And since the social
studies is an evolving, changing field, it is incumbent
upon all of us to he flexible, tolerant, and warmly
receptive of any position. In practice this argument is
translated to mean that anything called 'social studies'
is thereby social studies. "

A second aspect of this final assurﬁption is concerned with HOW we define

the social studies. Barth and Shermis are wrong when they say, "It can

"Barth, James L. and S. Samuel Shermis. ''Defining Social Studies: An
Explanation of Three Traditions, ' Social Education, Nov. 1967. p. 744.

KA

8Ibid. p. 743 |
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be argued that if the social studies is to become a mature discipline, it
should.carefull‘y DESCRIBE what it is ABOUT."? 1 agree that the social
studies needs 'redefir‘liti.on, but &isagre;e that a new description is what is
needed.
To summari.ze, the final assumption is based on: 1) the unwilling-

ness of educators to define the social studies an& thereby establish it as
an independent entity, 2) the unwillingness and/or inability of educators to
agree upon é.nd interrelate the goals and content of the social studies, and
3) the assumption that a descriptive definition that tells what the social
studies is ABOUT will resolve the definitional issue.

It is appropriate at this poiht to quote a line frc;m Charles Silberman's

new book, Crisis in the Classroom. He says, '""Educators do not think

pointedly enough about what they do; mindlessness is everywhere rife.' The
. fact that we have so many.unquestioned assumptions about what social studies
is or ought to be and the willingness of educators to tolerate the resultant

hodgepodge curriculum are evidence that Silberman's accusation is sound.

What Kind of Definition?

As the staff of the Project explored the question, '""What is the social
st:udies? " we discovered that there are two different kinds of things taught in
public schools. One group, which can be labeled ''functions, ' includes things
such as reading, writing, spelling, and typing. The other gbroup includes

'subjects such as science, English, math, and social studies. It became

. 9Emphasis mine,

L~
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apparent to us that if one aittempts to justify the teaching of any of the
"'subjects, "' it was first necessary . to define that subject. With the

"functions' however this added step was unnecéssary. Reading is taught

so that students can learn to rgad; It is impossible to make an equivalent
statement about the '"subjects.' Social studies are taught so that students
can learn to .. And there the statement breaks down.

It's possible to define the "'subjects' either descriptively or
functionally. De'scriptive definitions indicate what subjécts are ABOUT,
while functional definitions of subjects indicate what they will enable studeats
to DO as a consequence of instruction in them. Behavioral scientists attempt
to define terms functionally because this kind of definition allows them to
distinguish between functional and dysfunctional actions of people or programs.

For example, ''teacher'' could be descriptively defined as one who
possesses a credential, works in a school classroom and receives pay for
his efforts; or functionally defined as one who causes his students to learn.
The first definition would apply equally to teachers whose students learned and
teachers whose students didn't lea.rn.

The same éroblem exists in defining social studies. A descriptive

definition will state what social studies is ABOUT. It will not tell us what

students can DO after instruction and therefore provides no information

regarding goals of the program. Itis my position that a definition of social
stﬁdies MUST indicate what the goéls of the 'program are and that-until I have
that kind of definition. there is NO WAY for me to determine what social studies
should be about. Unforfﬁnately, teacher’s have never had a functional

definition for social studies. Conéequently s@cial studies teachers usuallby

-7-



go like hell in all directions simultaneously. °

To belabor the poiat no further, the Project staff opted for a
f'iunctiohal definition of the social studies as the only pos.sible means of
bringing some clarity to a terribly confused portion of.the public schobl
curriéﬁulum. Very simply, we chose a functional defiznition because it is
more functional than a nonfunctional definition.

A Functional Definition for Social Studies

After considerable debate and dialogue, the following definition

was agreed upon by the staff:

The social studies 48 that porntion o4 the general education
cwuriculum the pwrpose of which £8 to make students

more hational with negarnd to human behavion and

socdial interaction.

We have found that this definition has a high degree of utility for
both teachers and designers of social studies curriculum. It provides them
with a base line and a set of criteria for making decisions ahout what they do.

~This definition has several major advantages over definitions which
have been offered in the past. In order to capitalize on those advantages
it is appropriate to point them out and give a fuller explanation to the ¢ pecific
terms used in the definition.

First of all, the definition establishes the social studies as an

entity in itself, having purpose and function distinct from history and the

‘social sciences. James Shaver best addressed this problem in 1967 when he

referred to Wesley's definition:

[ELAA
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"This definition has done more to stifle creative
curriculum work than any other factor for it

assumes BY THE VERY SEQUENCE OF DEFINITION--
from the social sciences to the social studies~~that '
the criteria selection and development in social studies
should come from the social sciences,. not from an
independent view of what the social studies should be....
Social studies educators have become so conditioned

to assuming that the curricular flow must be from the
social sciences, including history, to the social studies"
that the social sciences are the only legitmate source of
content-fox the social studies, that our curricula belie. '
common statements of objectives for social studies
instruction. "' 10

Jerome Bruner further enticed educators to employ ''the disciplines"

as the basis for K~12 curriculum in his book, The Process of Education.

He declared that children at any age can learn honestly about the structure of

.a discipline and that the structure of the discipline is intrinsically interesting

in itself.

The arguments which defend the flow of curriculum from the social
science disciplines to the social studies are very seductive to public school
personnel because they lend the rigor and authority that thé disciplines
represent to the public school curriculum. Bruner's preoccupation with
the structure of the disc?pline is at the same time both helpful «nd incomplete.

The structure of a discipline provides ""organizers' which are required to

make sense of the '"data" studied. However, there is implicit in Bruner's

position that the social sciences (anthropology, economics, geography,
history, psychology, political science, sociology) are ''the' disciplines to

be studied and upon whose structures the social studies should rely.

105ames Shaver, Social Education, Nov. 1967, p. 588. -

=
=
-9-  E



We would sﬁggest that ‘social studies is comprised not only of
the above disciialines, but additionally those disciplines and nondisciplines
which help us deal rationally with human behaw}ior and social interaction.

For example, there are obvious needs to draw upon the disciplines of logic,
epistemology, semantics, philosophy, 'education, math, ethics, linguistics,
and certain bodies of literatufe regarding the studies of group process,
argumentation, qu_estioning, scientific method, etc.

The issue is a simple one. Social studies programs should be based
on the needs of students. Student needs do not come in the form of arbitrarily
cornpartmentalized areas of knowledge, i.e., disciplines. ‘Rather, student
needs come in the form of being able .to deal rationally with data about the
world by utilizing whatever mod els exist for bringing order to that da.fa.
There are numerous modelé which are appropriate for studying human behavior
and social interaction which are found outsideyof the social sciences per se.

There'is a second ax;gunient for nega;ting the from-‘the-social-sciences-
to-the-social-studies flow. That is,‘ a number of disciplinarians consider
that if they study son:gthing within their pérticular discipline then that
provides sufficient reason for students at the public school level to study
that thing, too. You can see how absurd that argumeqt isA if you consider how
much history a .s‘tudent would be exposed to if the sole criterion was that
historians have written something abo;u: it..

: 'Wev: believe; our ’devf.in‘ition r_ies_ylélw‘/es' thls argﬁfnef;t with its plea for

rationality as' its ci'it'er'ion..' 1(:.Wou1d"be'-very difficult to make a student more




rational about son"xefhing that he is already willing to be rational about.
Oﬁce those areas.are iden tifie‘d, they can then Be omitted from the
hodgepodge curriculum. It follows, therefore, .tha.‘t what should be stuaied
regarding human behavior are things which human beings have difficulty
' dealing with rati;)nally. Hunt é.nd Metcalf have identified these as the s

'closed areas'' or "problema tic areas. " Power, law, €économics,

nationalism, patriotism, foreign affairs, social class, religion, moralit.y,

race and minority group relations, sex, courtship and marx.'iage are time

areas they identified.ll

You may not wish to agree with the specifié list of iterms that Hunt

and Metcalf included inl their "closed areas.!'" We can, I think, agree with

their concept of closed areas which 'f;hey describe as "areas of belief and

behavior which are largely closed to rati.onal 'th‘ought” 12 55 being most

useful as a basis for content selection in the .social studies program.

Do not conclude that our definition presumes solely the study of

controversial issues. One project, headed by Donald Oliver at Harvard,

has taken just.that tack.l3 we reject the notion of there being a consistent
set of "issues' which are closed to ratiénal thought from one generation to
the next or from one area of the nation to another. 'Tl"lerefore we would

prefer not to list vthé ‘specific issues which should be included in the social
‘studies program. Raii:,hekr, v?r'e feel that social studies instruction needs to

deal with those areas which are closed, wherever and whenever they are

1 1Hu;1£ and Metcalf, Teaching High School Social Studies, lst Ed., 1955.
E v,leu‘nt and.kMevtc_:al_f,ll_"T'eaéhingiIig'h'School Social Studies, 2nd Ed.’, 1968. .
-130liver and Shaver, Teaching Public Issues in High School, 1966.

-
-




T o vy g,

found. Since the;re is a aegr_ee of openﬁess on all issues, it is the degree
to which an issue needs to be opened to rational inquiry that determines
the decessity for its inclusion in the social studies curriculum. Usually
the more an issue is closed, the greater is the need of students to deal
with it in an open, rational man

We can introduce an example. at this point and simultaneously deal |

* with the matter of citizeriship education. Most definitions or lists of goals

for the social studies advocate the development of good citizens. W'e; chose
not to include citizenship in our det:inition. If "good citizenship" in a nation -
demands nonrational behavior on the part of it.s citizens, and certainly
there are historical cases where this has Been evidenced, then we must opt
for rational behavior as opposed to good citizenship. To state it a different

way, we would say that good citizenship in our nation must be dependent upon

rational behavior.

As we develo.ped our definition for social studies, we found that a
definition must have supporting rationale and that rationale must be based
on the needs of s.tudents. The problerﬂ with most rationale statements
developed by others is that t;hey stopped too soon. Developing rationale
bsbtat‘en';ents is a matter of following a means —ends .cha.'in. Each time you
st;ate what you want s_tudents to be, or have, or achieve, you ask the
qdestion, "Why? ' In; following that process we found the best rationale to
be the answer to "thelast why. "

| The ra._tbi“Or'ia_lebwe offéi‘ fo‘r 6_ur definition is based on the fact that

~ there are 'to‘d.é.y mi_:riefotis, t'h'reats_.“to the 'éu'rvival of mankind. We feel that
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the development of _g'rea.ter degrees of rationali'fy will énhance the
opportunitly' of ;)ur youth t.:o asurvivé in a world worth suryiving in. _

Note that our,def.inition does not end with the term ''rational. "
Had it stopped theré, it would i)robably be sufficient to teach students logic
.and mather_natics. However, there are numbers of rational logicians and
mathematicians who fail to display rationality regarding human behavior.
It is for that reason thaé we included the latter part of our definition which
discriminates the sccial studies from other portions of the general education
curriculum.

One more comment about rationality and we can leave that part of

our definition. We noted, in a search in several dictionaries, that the

terms "logical,' Yrationalj****and “¥easonable'' dre interrelated, but ia this...:-iww

fashion: Logical implies the use of certain formal principles of thought;

rational implieé thé use of logical thought and, -in addition, reasons for the
use of thosg principles; but reasonable includes the use of logical and
ratiqnal prvocessevs and also the quality“ of reasoned action. As we field
tested the connotative .st.rehgth of the three te.rms, most people responded
that rational i'sba strongefféfm than reasonable _which seems to have
. suffered from some overuse. Being reasonable men, we therefore chose
the term rational for use in the definition.
.Leié us proceed to examine some other parts of our definition. The
" phrase ''general educé.tion” is a portion of our definition which we borrowed
‘ ,"vfron"x Dr. Shavei': m tlvle“ar.t:iciie_'i)reviouély cited. v We used this term to

- describe thef‘_reqﬁitedl prog_fani qu the’ fypi'ca;l student in the public school

e,




program. It helpé us to respbnd to certain questions about the social studies
program as we-envision it.

One question goes something like this: "S}‘muld social studies be
offered to every student at ever.y grade lgvel in the K{IZ program?' To
lwhich we respond, .""To the extent that it is pos sible, we should establish
minimal terminal objectives for students who will be required to take social
studies courses. Once a student has achieved those objectives he would no

longer be required to take additional social studies courses.

A second question we feel we will have to entertain is, ""Are you

going to deny a studeint in high school the opiaort:unity to take a specialized
course in one of the social sciences, if that's'what he w.ant‘s to take? " Our
response is, '"No, we feel that glective courses in specific disciplines or
subdisciplin.'es shouid be available fo students who want them, once they
can achieve minimal objectives established by the general education social

‘ stgdies curriculum designed for the typical student. "

One part.of our definition that is sometimes misunderstood is the

inclusion of the term social interaction in-addition to the term human behavior.
We mean by this that students not only have a need td "understand human

behavior, ' but also have a great need to interact with others more rationally

than have tbeir predecessors. It is obvious that human beings spend more
time intefacting with each other today tha;n the& did in the past, and, secondly,
tha}: fhosé interaction situations v;/i11’ of‘ necess.ity need to é.ccomplish more
_Qith po_siti\vr_e> benefits than we have bveen:_ 'é.ble to é.cc'omplish in t.he past;
S.p‘_ecifi.cally, gommitteeé'ﬁil br‘1e‘ed to do more, orvbetter, than

. méfeily ‘perpetuate;tﬁ'ei‘r:léelve s arild,th'e’;'t'l')'qubllerhs':' they deal with. They can

Sl
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do so by learning group process l.l'ules _dealihg with brainstorming, arbitration
techniques, roie playing, simulations, encounter techniqties, 'etc.. We must
teach the young not to put on sessions a£ conferences that are cioomed to
failure because the}; did not take into.':account effective communication
teehniques. ‘We must teach our youth to discriminate between good conference
patterns and poor ones. Or, .a better example for this audience, perhaps,
is that we »r.nust teach the young the principles of the teachj?ng-learning
process so that they cae educate future generations more effectively than
we have. There are, uﬁfortunately, a greet number of people who call them-
selves teachers who feel they are entitled to ""lecture'' or ''do their own thing"
in their classrooms‘ regardless of how ineffective they are in causing learning
on the part of their students. (But that's another presentation. )
Implications

I have dissected the definition offered .here in a number of ways.
At i:hie point I would like to deal with its implications for the development of .
an improved K-12 social studies .curriéu.lum;

Almost without exception, the 100 or so social studies curriculum

development projects 14

at work duting the past decade failed to define the
social studies in any cormnprehensive way. Rather, they oi)erated from

their own predispositions  about the r'elationehip of their discipline to the

social studies. Each felt that this prokvided them ample rationale for the

. development of new ''social studies' curriculum materials. I have spoken to

numerous curriculum development project directors who have indicated to me

14"A D1rectory of Research and Cur;rmulum Development Pro_)ects in

"‘Soc1a1 Studxes Educatmn "’ Pubhshed by the Marm Soc1a1 Studles PI‘OJeCt 1969
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that ‘it was unnecessary for thermi to develop rationale or ‘even consider
whether or'not. their materials would enhanvc.e or fit into an overal} social
studies program.

‘Over the p;é.‘st few years there have been beautiful materials
developed by projects which will: ''teach seniors sociological methodology, "
""'teach high level economié. concepts to fix.fst, §econd and third graders,"
"improve the. studyl of U. S, History at the 11th grade, "' ""'teach 7th and 8th
graders implicationé of the law, " or "provide first through sixth graders
an interdisciplinary view of man, " etc., ad infinitum.

Half of the new project materials can only be used if the traditional

social studies program is maintained while the other half can only be used

"if.the traditional program is done away with. In either case the vast

majority of the new project materials cannot be organized intc any kind of

comprehensive whole. There is no rationale for adopting the new materials
from the néw préjecté in a K~12 program becaus-e they developed no such
rationale.

This-is not to say'that the work of hundreds of educators involved in
the developmeht of new social studies curricul’a'has_.not been worthwhile.

The "'in group' of project people across the nation have argued, debated and

-shared and stolen many original and worthwhile ideas. Mdst of all they have

~enabled social studies ‘teaching to move from a gut-level, intuitive activity

to a much more pr_‘ecise;and analytical activity because of their products.

. The fé.ihiré of the prdjecl;_s, to da’t'e‘, is that they have refused to

‘ tAakye_firAs‘t 'svteps’ first.. “That is, Vthve'y'vfailled'to define th.e,s‘ocialrstudies in such
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